Introduction
With changing views on children's role and status in research in the last decade, there has been intense activity and discussion within social science settings about what constitutes sound research ethics. A fundamental question in this ethical debate is whether special consideration is warranted when children are included in research and, if so, to what extent and in what way. It has been argued that research ethics have been conceived mainly as a question of risk management (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010) . A range of authors have claimed that with a reconceptualization of what research ethics might mean when children are viewed in a new way, the risk management view is an overly narrow approach to ethical issues in research involving children (Harcourt & Conroy, 2011; Harcourt & Einarsdottir, 2011; Moss, 2006; Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012; Smith, 2011) . A complementary understanding of research ethics as research practice has been brought forward in the debate as necessary. The backcloth to this shift in thinking, about research ethics in relation to children, can largely be traced to two academic fields: childhood sociology (James & James, 2004; Mayall, 2000 Mayall, , 2003 ) and children's rights (Freeman, 1998; Quennerstedt, 2010) . Drawing on these fields, an influential contemporary image of the child as a knowledgeable agent in the present with full human dignity has led to a repositioning of the child within many areas of our societies (see Mayall, 2000 Mayall, , 2003 Quennerstedt & Quennerstedt, 2014; Rinaldi, 2001 Rinaldi, , 2006 Smith, 2002 Smith, , 2011 .
A question, however, is whether this decade-old ethics debate in social science settings with an interest in children has influenced the general conception of research ethics: for example, how children's participation in research is approached in the regulation of research ethics. The formal regulation that exists in most countries 1 is argued in the literature as aiming primarily at minimizing the risks of research (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010) . In particular, the ethical considerations that are highlighted in formal regulation often focus on curtailing the use, and associated risk, of ethically unsound activities such as exposing research subjects to exploitative, harmful, or offensive investigations. However, the formal regulation of research ethics in many countries is also seen as an essential monitoring point for researchers as they formulate their own ethical approach and, as Sargeant and Harcourt (2012) suggest, should be considered a support and resource for researchers. Ethics regulation is intended as an instrument to protect society and the people involved from unethical research, and thus also act as a thoughtful restriction to the researcher's freedom. Besides the formal regulation, there can also be a body of less formal regulation affecting the researcher's thinking and actions. 
SAGE Open
This may take the form of national guiding documents embodying an idea of professional ethics of the researcher. Such guiding documents may not have the status of law, but nevertheless be considered as main instruments and support to researchers. Formal and informal regulation of what constitutes sound ethical conduct in research is, from our point of view, essential to how research ethics is understood by researchers.
With this article, we wish to contribute to the conversation about research ethics in child-related research within the social sciences by providing an exploration of the meanings and consequences of the national formations of research ethics in formal and informal regulation of research ethics. By means of a comparative text analysis of laws and other authoritative texts in two nations-Australia and Swedenwe seek to identify what meaning is given to research ethics as offered in the respective regulation. The identified meanings will be related to the two approaches to research ethics described above: ethics as risk management and ethics as research practice. We will also discuss possible consequences of interpretations of research ethics in child-related research when taken from the regulation.
Design of the Study and Analyzed Material
The research was undertaken by text analysis of the central formal regulation documents and other authoritative guiding texts in Sweden and Australia. As the authors of this article are based in the respective nations, in-depth knowledge about each context formed the base for the selection of documents. For Sweden, the following documents were analyzed: For Australia, the following documents were analyzed:
• • Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of
Research (Australian Government, 2007a ).
• • National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human
Research (Australian Government, 2007b) .
The selected documents were first screened for any mention of children. The following analytical readings of the selected parts of the text were guided by the questions, The documents from each nation were analyzed separately, and the meanings of research ethics in relation to children were clarified for each nation. Thereafter, the regulations and identified meanings of both nations were compared, and consequences were drawn from the comparative analysis.
Historical Contextualization and Meaning of Research Ethics
Research ethics is a broad term that can include a number of aspects. The Swedish Research Council (SRC; Vetenskapsrådet, 2011) 
claims that
Research ethics is not a well-defined area, although it is clear that it includes questions about the relationship between science and ethics, the ethical demands on the researcher and ethical requirements for research direction and undertaking.
4 (p. 16) Hopkins and Bell (2008) suggest the meaning of research ethics as "(1) the selection and achievement of morally acceptable ends and (2) the morally acceptable means to those ends" (p. 2). Hopkins and Bell thus highlight that the aim of the research must start from an ethically acceptable position and maintained from an ethical viewpoint. Morrow (2008) states that "ethics" can be defined as a set of moral principles and rules of behavior, which infers/implies that research ethics is the application of such a system of moral principles in research.
The historical origins of current ethical principles for conducting research with children arises from the Nuremberg trials, which took place after the Second World War, and the Nuremberg Code (1947) , which emerged from these trials. The Code sets out statements around certain moral, legal, and ethical principles relating to research involving human subjects. The first, and most elaborated principle, is the absolute necessity that humans who are involved/participate in research must have given their voluntary consent to be part of the research: what is now commonly referred to as informed consent. A basic condition of this principle is that research can only be sanctioned if it can be undertaken with respect for human dignity. This first articulation of research ethics was also closely related in time to the emerging formulation of human rights (Bell, 2008) .
In the decades after the Nuremberg trials, a number of ethical codes in different disciplines began to emerge. One of the most important of these was the Declaration of Helsinki (1964 Helsinki ( /2013 ) that, through continuous revision, remains one of the most widespread and influential codes of ethical conduct. This Declaration primarily addresses medical research, but its high status has come to give a broader significance and has consequently been applied across other disciplines and fields (Vetenskapsrådet, 2011) . Like the Nuremberg Code, the Declaration of Helsinki also proposes some basic at Orebro Universitet on August 5, 2014 classic.sgo.sagepub.com Downloaded from ethical principles. One of these is that, in research where humans are involved, participant well-being must always take precedence over other interests; therefore, the researcher must never give preference to knowledge at the expense of the research subjects. The researcher's ethical responsibility toward "vulnerable populations" is emphasized. In addition to the internationally applicable ethical codes, many nations produce national ethics documents, sometimes compelling and sometimes of a guideline nature. Both Australia and Sweden have established codes for the responsible conduct of research (Australian Government, 2007a; Vetenskapsrådet, 2011) .
The Swedish debate on research ethics has tended to divide ethical considerations into two parts, which has been described as a different pair of concepts; for example, the research requirements and individual protection requirement, researcher and research ethics, and internal and external research ethics (Gustafsson et al., 2005; Korsell, 2010; Vetenskapsrådet, 2011) . The first term in each of these pairs relate to ethics in connection with the researcher's responsibility toward the (scientific) community to produce research of good quality and knowledge that promote the community. The second term refers to ethical considerations for those involved in the research. No corresponding explicit distinction can be observed in the Australian context.
Findings

Sweden
In Sweden, the regulation of research ethics is constructed around two key components: (a) Act on Ethical Review of Research Involving Humans (SFS 2003:460 ; hereinafter the Ethical Review Act or the Act) and the ethical review boards that have been established to review research covered by the Act; and (b) the individual researcher's professional ethics. The formal, and thereby strongest, regulation is the Act. Professional ethics are a more informal "code" because they do not have the status of legal authority. Nonetheless, the researcher's professional ethical responsibilities are stated in authoritative forums as being crucial.
The purpose of the Ethical Review Act is specified as the protection of the individual and the respect for human dignity in research. The Act stipulates when the law is applicable to research, and the grounds relevant for the social sciences are when the research Only research that falls under the Act should be subjected to formal ethical review, by review boards. However, it is not entirely clear which research that is-for example, it is not easy to grasp what constitutes "sensitive personal data" and what is meant by "affecting" and "obvious risk of injury." As a result, the application of the law has had to be made clear in practice through the decisions of ethical review boards. Generally speaking, for educational research, many projects submitted to review in Sweden have been sent back without being reviewed (Korsell, 2010) . Decisions from ethical review boards have often been that a review is deemed unnecessary because the data are not considered sensitive and the risk of impact or damage to the participant is not seen as evidenced. The fact that children are included in a study is not articulated either in the law or by the review boards as a reason to direct the research to formal review.
The only statement in the Ethical Review Act specifically referring to children's participation can be found in the clarification of what kind of information should be given to research persons and the preconditions of consent. The Act specifies the rules that apply for information and consent from research persons who are younger than 18 years. § 18 states that "If the research person is aged 15 or over, but under 18 years, and can realize what the research means for his or her part, he or she is to be informed about and consent to the research." This has been interpreted in Sweden to mean that children from the age of 15 years, generally, have the legal right (and perhaps the perceived competence) to give their consent to participation in research and that parental consent may not be required. Furthermore, the law is interpreted as stating that if the child is younger than 15 years, parental consent is always required, regardless of whether the child can understand what the research entails (again, the issue of perceived competence arises).
However, there is another important indication in § 18, namely, "Despite the guardians consent, the research may not be performed on a research person who is under 15 years who realise what it means for his or her part, and who opposes to taking part in the research." The Act here enunciates that it is not enough to only have parental approval to include children younger than 15 years in the research. The researcher must, in addition to parental informed consent, also conclude whether the child can understand what the research entails. In this case, the researcher is obliged to ask the child if he or she wants to participate in research through an informed consent process, and is also obliged to respect the child's wishes.
The ethical aspects particularly connected to children's participation in research pointed out in the Swedish Ethical Review Act relate to risks surrounding consent. Two assumptions of consent risks may be discerned: (a) There is a risk that children younger than a certain age cannot interpret at Orebro Universitet on August 5, 2014 classic.sgo.sagepub.com Downloaded from information about research well enough and that children therefore may consent to harmful or exploitive research, and (b) if only parents'/guardians' consent is required, there is a risk that researchers will ignore seeking children's consent. To deal with these risks, the law in the first case requires consent from a responsible adult, and in the second case that the researchers examine the child's ability to understand what is at stake and to give consent. Even though this second view could be viewed as an expression of risk (rather than research practice), an influence from the changing conception of the child as a competent rights-holding actor is visible. In that way, an interpretive possibility to researchers to engage with the competent child in their ethical approach opens up.
As the only ethical guidance given in the formal regulation for research involving children concerns the matter of consent, it would appear that for research conducted in Sweden ethical reflection needs to find encouragement in a less regulated arena: professional ethics. As part of maintaining his or her own sound professional ethics, it remains primarily the researcher's responsibility to formulate his or her own ethical approach. The SRC (Vetenskapsrådet, 2011) writes, Researchers should follow good research practice. Therefore, one cannot argue that the Ethical Review Act replaces ethical codes as the Declaration of Helsinki, or renders the own moral judgement meaningless. The researcher's own reflections on his or her project must instead be based on both knowledge about the law and the content of codexes and on his or her own moral judgement. (p. 25) It may then be asked, "Do the ethical codes or other guideline documents provide any specific support for Swedish researchers whose studies involve children?" The SRC's guidance document Good Research Conduct is the principal ethics text of the main funding body in Sweden. The document discusses a range of ethical issues such as formal review, the managing of research material, ethical aspects of research cooperation, ethical difficulties in relation to publication, the various roles of the researcher, and misconduct in research. Very little attention is given in the guiding document to ethical aspects of involving human participants in research. Moreover, it does not include any other special ethical considerations for children than the requirements for parental approval if the child is younger than 15 years. Accordingly, nothing further than what is already said in the Act is added in the guidance text. To sum up the Swedish regulation, little is said at all about special ethical concerns when children participate in research, both in law and in other guide texts. The few aspects that are raised are all in reference to informed consent issues. (Australian Government, 2007a) . This national code has the characteristics of a guidance document, but does not have the status of law. In addition to stating basic principles, the code gives attention to a range of matters such as how research data should be managed, the supervision of research trainees, presentation of research results, authorship and peer review, management of conflict of interest, the ethical aspects of research collaborations, and misconduct in research. A research-ethical perspective on human participation in research is thus quite invisible in the national code and is found mainly in the initial values and principles section. This is detailed instead in a supplementary national document: National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (the Statement; Australian Government, 2007b) . The Statement has a stronger position than the code because research funded or undertaken within one of the authoring institutions is required to follow the specifications in design, ethical review, and conduct of research. The Statement thus functions both as regulation and guidance for the researcher, and as a framework for ethical review bodies.
Australia
The foundation document in Australia for research ethics is the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research
Respect for human dignity is the fundamental value principle that, according to the Statement, should characterize research that includes people. This includes respect for human self-determination and care and protection of vulnerable people. From this basis, the Statement pronounces four themes of ethical considerations in research involving humans:
• • That research should be of value and implemented with merit and integrity • • That research should be just; just selection of research subjects and fair recruitment processes, fair distribution of risks and benefits to those who are part of the research • • That potential risks of harm or discomfort to the research subjects must be justified by the potential benefits of the research, and such risks must be minimized • • That research must respect human welfare and safety, personal beliefs, culture, privacy, and abilities.
Ethical aspects of particular importance in research involving children and young people are dealt with in a separate section. A first special consideration that researchers need to give is related to children's capacity to understand what the research entails and, based on that, whether consent from the children themselves is sufficient for their participation. In decisions about consent to children's and young people's participation in research, the Statement emphasizes that researchers must respect the continuing development of the child's ability to participate. The wording used here paraphrases the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) and indicates a clear influence from children's rights thinking and the idea of the competent child is therefore visible in the document. Researchers are asked to assess the child's maturity and capacity to give consent; no age levels are given, instead the content of research and other factors will form the basis for the assessment. Researchers must further be able to describe how children's capacity to consent will be assessed and how children will be informed of the research's purpose and effects. We see then, like Sweden, the Australian regulation offers a "double view." Children's lack of capacity brings about risks, but simultaneously a risk is posed if children's consent is not sought in a way that respects the child's abilities.
The Statement points out two other risks that need to be dealt with by the researcher: that children may be subjected to coercion or influence from adults and peers to participate in research against their will, and that there may be conflicts of value or interest between parents and children.
Several of the themes for ethical consideration in research involving humans are generally considered to apply specifically to children and young people's participation in research. In relation to research merit and integrity, it is pointed out that research methods should be suitable for children. The term "suitable" may here be interpreted as meaning that there are research methods that risk harming children more than adult research participants and therefore should be avoided to decrease risk. But it may also be interpreted as suggesting that certain research methods are more suited to meet the child as competent agent, which would place this ethical aspect in Australian regulation more in the ethics as research practice thinking.
Regarding aspects of justice, it is noted that the participation of children who do not have sufficient maturity to be able to consent themselves can only be justified if their participation is indispensable to the research, or if the research will advance knowledge about issues that are important for children and young people. This is an important utterance in the Statement, which signals that the risks of involving children in research are seen as significantly higher than with adult participants and that these high risks can only be warranted in certain cases.
In the nationally validated Statement, there is significant information about necessary ethical considerations in research involving humans and, further, special attention is devoted to ethical issues when children are involved in research. Apart from the general high risk discussed above, some specific risks are pointed out: the double risk surrounding consent, the risk that children are coerced into research, and the risks in employing unsuitable research methods. There is, however, also clear indication that a changing view of the child as a competent rights holder has influenced the document: the reference to the continuing development of the child's capacity and the alternative interpretation of the section on research methods as an expression for a view of ethics as research practice.
Child-related researchers in Australia can find considerable support for ethical reflection in the formal statement. Universities in Australia are responsible for ensuring research conducted under the auspices of their institution comply with current requirements. This is achieved through a Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC). Projects where people are included but are deemed as negligible risk will go through an expedited review process. However, if the research involves children younger than 18 years, all projects, without exception, will undergo a full review. For this reason, even in the simplest project, the process from the initial ethics application to when the research can begin can take many months. Moreover, the review process is rigorous and projects are often thoroughly questioned and revision is required (Allen, 2005; Harcourt & Sargeant, 2009) .
A Comparative Discussion of the Regulation and Its Consequences
The following section compares how ethical issues in research involving children are described in the regulation in Australia and Sweden, and points out some similarities and differences between the two countries.
A first important difference is whether children's participation in itself is considered a risk or not. In Sweden, there are few signs that including children in the research is seen to automatically raise the risk level (maybe with the exception in the mention that children are a vulnerable group). In Australia, it is assumed that research that involves children always constitutes more than low-risk research, regardless of the topic/methodology (Harcourt & Sargeant, 2009 ). These two differing positions are manifested both in the nations' respective formal regulatory documents, and in the consequent review procedures. In Australia, the basic standpoint that children in research per se raises the risk level is expressed in the constraint that children should only participate in research if there is no other means of producing the knowledge. In Sweden, nothing in the documents indicates this position. In the practices of formal ethical review, Australian researchers face a rigorous level of ethics review when children participate in the research, whereas in Sweden, including children in research does not obligate ethical review.
An evident similarity between the two nations is the attention given in formal regulation to various complications surrounding informing children and gaining children's consent to participate in research. What is particularly interesting here, and which is noticeable in both countries, is that the perceived risk is ambivalent. The child is both positioned to lack the required capacity to understand and make decisions, and is seen to be in possession of such abilities. The child is to be protected from his or her inability to understand yet juxtaposed with being respected as someone who indeed understands. This is where the most evident influence from a changing perception of the child can be found. Australia and Sweden have chosen different ways to handle the ambivalence around consent. Sweden sets an age limit, which works to define the age of formal consent (15 years), albeit with the additional statement that also younger children should be asked for consent if they can understand what the research is about. This positioning of children younger than 15 years could well offer Swedish researchers the opportunity to embrace the interpretation of the competent/agentic child cited earlier by academics such as Mayall (2000 Mayall ( , 2001 , Smith (2002 ), and Rinaldi (2001 . Australia instead defines levels of maturity, which in turn sets the conditions for information and consent through the assessment lens of the researcher. This, however, clearly links to the responsibilities of Australia as a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Cock (2006) warns, however, that little discussion has examined how child's competence is measured and assessed by a researcher.
There is also a difference concerning where the main responsibility is placed for ensuring that ethical aspects are dealt with. In Sweden, it is the responsibility of the individual researcher to acquire knowledge about research ethics, to evaluate the risks in his or her own research and to identify when research requires formal ethical review. In Australia, the researcher is also responsible for the ethical sustainability of the research, but as the authorizing body, the researcher's University holds primary responsibility. When these factors are combined, the following picture emerges:
It is important to discuss the implications of these different situations. For Sweden's part, it could be argued that the lack of a nationally validated ethics document offering guidelines for research (when people are included in the research) is problematic. This is even more so in the absence of guidance directed specifically toward children's participation in research. In combination with the relatively low demands for ethical review of research in Sweden, there is a real danger that ethical awareness among Swedish (child focused) researchers may be low.
When ethical "input" for child research cannot be found in guiding or regulatory documents, and when researchers are not often required to present their reasoning, the ethical considerations made by the researcher may end up with the conclusion that the project is not subject to the Ethics Act and that further ethical reflection therefore is not needed. However, the situation in Sweden may also accommodate some potential. When formal ethical review and management of risks in research does not consume the entire space for ethical reflection, room might be created where ethical considerations include wider moral and ethical aspects (Mortari & Harcourt, 2012) .
In Australia, the combination of stronger guidance and comprehensive ethical review works in favor of a heightened ethical awareness and competence of Australian researchers. But the danger is that this awareness and competence can be so strongly directed toward clearing requirements and rules that the possible space and energy for wider reflections of moral and ethical character is consumed. The notion of ethics in the Australian context has been significantly appropriated by a mind-set that adhering to the legal obligations of the research process constitutes ethical behavior. Another very troublesome consequence of the situation in Australia is that the difficulties of gaining ethical approval for research involving children means that research on sensitive issues may not be done (Balen et al., 2006) . To avoid lengthy review processes, it is not uncommon for researchers to simplify or alter their initial project ideas, and in some cases where the ethical review process is expected to be too difficult to pass, the project is simply dropped. The apparent anxiety of university ethics committees when children are involved, and thereby the substantial risk of rejection of the ethics application, is therefore problematic. Because of the perceived barriers, important research ideas may be sidelined. For example, if research about children in vulnerable/priority circumstances is constantly rejected, or takes an inordinate amount of time to review, the knowledge about children's lives and situations will be poorer, and society is deprived of knowledge that might be decisive in improving the lives of these children (Sargeant & Harcourt, 2012) . In addition, this means that some children are excluded from research and denied space in the production of knowledge.
However, maybe the combination of the high level of ethical awareness and an understanding of the negative consequences of the situation in Australia is a breeding ground for a broader discussion of the meaning of ethical conduct in research. Australian researchers are well represented in the international debate about how research ethics should be reinterpreted in the sense of research practice.
Conclusion
In this article, we have offered an insight into the formal regulation and less formal guidelines that support social science researchers when working with children in our respective countries. While acknowledging there are similar, and divergent, approaches being undertaken across the scientific world, the guardrails that we have discussed pertaining to Australia and Sweden are intended to bring additional clarity to the notion of ethics as research practice, not just as a risk management framing, which we believe could be applied more broadly. As social scientists engage in work with children through more innovative and original research projects, there appears potential for positioning children as competent/agentic actors in both formal and informal ethical processes. It is through this possibility that researchers could develop reflexivity and reciprocity when interpreting the 
